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InPraxis developed this report for the School Improvement Branch, 

Basic Learning, Alberta Education. 

It was contracted as a result of the Alberta Commission on Learning recommendations and 
professional development initiatives linked to the Alberta Initiative for School Improvement. It is 
intended to support school authorities by summarizing research on professional development. 

This report summarizes many influences on professional development, and explores 
commonalities in the indicators of effective professional development. 

It also examines the role of evaluation of professional development initiatives and provides a 
synthesis of common elements of effective evaluation practices. 

This document does not cover the work currently being done in Alberta by our education 

partners. 



The views in this paper are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect those of Alberta 

Education. 
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Conceptions and understandings of professional development 

What is professional development? What makes it effective? Although the term, along with 
associated terms, such as staff development, training and inservicing, has been around for 
many years, conceptions of what professional development 1 is have become broader and more 
multi-faceted. 2 There is increasing recognition of the many different factors that influence the 
extent to which professional development is considered effective. 



Within the context of Alberta’s public school system , the Alberta Teachers’ 
Association defines professional development as the wide range of activities 
teachers do individually or collectively to improve their professional practice and 
enhance student learning . 3 



Although professional development can be defined in different ways, many educators would 
describe professional, or staff, development as opportunities for teachers and other education 
personnel to take part in conferences, workshops or in-services either in short-term or ongoing, 
long-term contexts. These opportunities are often offered through schools, school districts, 
educational organizations and professional associations. It is becoming increasingly evident, 
however, that a single view of what constitutes effective professional development is no longer 
relevant and meaningful in today’s educational climate. 



Professional development has traditionally been provided to teachers through 
school in-service workshops. In the classic conception of that model, the district 
or school brings in an outside consultant or curriculum expert on a staff 
development day to give teachers a one-time training seminar on a garden- 
variety pedagogic or subject-area topic. Such an approach has been routinely 
lamented in professional literature. Experts variously say that it lacks continuity 
and coherence, misconceives the way adults learn best and fails to appreciate 
the complexity of teachers' work . 4 



Alternative definitions of professional development address many factors that affect the multiple 
contexts in which professional development can be implemented — the formation of learning 
communities, the recognition of multiple roles within the professional life of teachers, the 
development and impact of leadership skills and the provision of support, the necessity to deal 
with uncertainties and explore authentic problems and challenges, and the importance of 
centring efforts on student learning and achievement. Both practitioners and researchers are 
recognizing that the process of professional development is just as important to its definition as 
is the content. Darling-Hammond and McLaughlin define professional development as 
“deepening teachers’ understanding about the teaching/learning process and the students they 
teach,” which “must begin with preservice education and continue throughout a teacher’s 
career.” They state that “effective professional development involves teachers both as learners 
and teachers, and allows them to struggle with the uncertainties that accompany each role.” 5 



1 This report uses the term professional development in a context that encompasses other related terms, such as staff development, 
training and in-service. 

2 Lieberman (1995). See also Garet, Porter, Desimone, Birman and Yoon (2001). 

3 Alberta Teachers’ Association (2001 ). 

4 Education Week, Research Centre: Issues A-Z (2005). Retrieved from www.edweek.org/rc/issues/professional-development 
(February 15, 2005). 

3 Darling-Flammond and McLaughlin (1995, p. 598). 
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The National Staff Development Council (NSDC) uses the term “staff development” to 
encompass this broader understanding. 



Attending classes , workshops or conferences is one way that teachers , and other 
school employees, learn some of what they need to know. But other types of staff 
development are just as important and, often, more effective than traditional sit- 
and-get sessions. For example, when teachers plan lessons together or study a 
subject together, that's a form of staff development. A teacher who observes 
another teacher teach is also participating in a form of staff development. If a 
teacher is being coached by another teacher, that's staff development. Visiting 
model schools, participating in a school improvement committee, writing 
curriculum, keeping a journal about teaching practices - all of those can be staff 
development activities. 6 



As the definition of professional development continues to expand, more attention is being paid 
to the impact of multiple contexts and environments on decision making related to professional 
development. A Framework for Reviewing Professional Development Policies and Practices, 
developed by the Consortium for Policy Research in Education, presents questions that focus 
on factors that should be considered in developing a meaningful definition of professional 
development. 7 

• How is professional development defined by teachers, district administrators, state 
officials and legislators? How is it defined in collective bargaining agreements and in law 
and regulation? 

• What activities fall within these definitions? What falls outside them? 

• Are prevailing definitions consistent with current thought about high-quality professional 
development? 

• Is participation in professional tasks that leads to acquisition of new knowledge or skills 
treated as professional development? 

• How much responsibility for professional development is placed on the teacher, on the 
school and on the district? 

• Who decides the amount and content of professional development? 

These factors recognize the many influences on the effectiveness of professional development 
experiences. Although “effectiveness” is often explored in the context of the professional 
development initiative itself, there is also increasing recognition that policy, school practices and 
culture, and the delineation of roles and responsibilities in school and district settings, can have 
an impact on those measures put in place to assess how effective a professional development 
initiative can be. 



6 National Staff Development Council: Staff Development Library - Staff Development Basics (2005). Retrieved from 
www.nsdc.org/library/basics/whatisSD.cfm (February 15, 2005). 

7 Consortium for Policy Research in Education (1995). Retrieved from www.ed.gov/pubs/CPRE/t61/framwork.html (February 15, 
2005). 
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